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      For my parents, thank you for everything, I love you more than words can say.

      

      For Ann, I know a place we can go.
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            Prologue

          

          2 YEARS AGO - FEBRUARY 14TH - LATE EVENING

        

      

    

    
      I felt nothing at first. Just a memory of pain that slipped away before I could touch it. Numbness invited itself in instead like an unwelcome guest; digging its claws into every corner.

      As my eyes opened stickily, I found myself in a bed, but it didn’t feel like mine – no warm glow of the morning sun coming through my curtains, no galaxy print duvet my mum had bought me hugging my body, no scribbled shopping list of baking ingredients which, somehow, is the last thing I remember holding. Just one limp pillow, harsh strip lighting and a chemical perfume. A clinical pod, one of at least ten in uniform-like rows. Someone was crying, someone else screaming. They weren’t sounds of sadness. They were sounds of rage. A rage that started to spread through me like wildfire, as if the room was contagious. It eviscerated all thought, all feeling I was trying to cling onto. To make sense of this dream that felt too real I didn’t dare entertain it.

      Questions started to hit me like blocks of cement. Where was I? Whose room was this? Why did my lungs feel empty? Why couldn’t I remember falling asleep?

      Where was Mum? She should be sleeping down the corridor. But I knew she wasn’t.

      ‘Mum?’ I croaked, sitting up.

      ‘She’s not here,’ came the curt voice of a woman approaching with a clipboard. Towering over me in a razor-pressed uniform, thin spectacles, flat shoes padding the too-white tiles. ‘Yet you are. The strongest intake arrival in weeks.’ She scanned her notes briefly. ‘You’ll be sought after, indeed.’

      ‘Where is she?’ I froze, panic bile pooling in my stomach that felt too empty after our baking marathon earlier that day.

      ‘If she’s not here, she made another choice.’ She added under her breath. ‘Why do I always have to deal with the new arrivals?’

      Arrived? Where the actual had I arrived? This didn’t feel like a holiday. This felt like a nightmare. One I wanted to wake up from. Now.

      ‘What is going on?’ I asked, feeling my fists curl into balls and desperate for more information. Without warning, she’d taken my photo, the polaroid squeal piercing my ears and sending white spot bubbles through my vision.

      ‘You’ll find out soon enough. Here.’ She placed an envelope of papers heavily onto my lap. ‘Sign on the dotted line, then you can find out.’

      ‘What is this place?’ I growled. ‘Why won’t you tell me anything?’ She ignored me and started to walk away.

      ‘I’m talking to you!’ I screamed in a tone I had never used. The flush of embarrassment I was expecting didn’t come. Instead, anger, thick and fast, tsunami like waves of frustration and confusion weaving into my pores and sticking fast.

      ‘Just sign, and all will be revealed.’

      ‘And if I don’t sign?’

      ‘Then you’ll never find out who killed you.’

      I stared at her. Hard. Then, like I wasn’t processing anything she had said, I felt this even more intense sick jolt.

      ‘My mum… is she…’

      She shrugged as I stared down at the page.

      ‘Welcome to Dial One.’
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      My hair fizzed with static as I stepped out of the portal and straight into a marquee that looked as though a pink tornado had levelled a small town. Eli would love the pink. Divya would want to die all over again.

      Case Ninety-Four loomed ahead with an aggressive fuchsia lens. Limited brief, no preparation, no allies to lean on. Just my instincts and skills split open to prove how much I deserved justice. If the Board were to extract my DNA at this very moment, they’d see crystallised molecules of cake blurred with chaos.

      As the commotion sang around me, including a harassed-looking wedding planner barking orders, I hunted for my client. Usually, the brief would give me all I needed – no verbal dialogue required – but this was different. Her satisfaction was all that mattered.

      Watching a flower arch being assembled, I skimmed through the space, clocking the catering vans reeking of fish and fried onions. I made my way to the quieter corridors of the stately home the marquee was snuggled alongside. Revenge thrived in the silence as I sought out the one who had sent for me.

      Having been to only two weddings – one of which involved a tantrum at wearing a flower crown – the flicker of hope, even the choice of getting married, became extinct when my life abruptly stopped. After the fact that two women could legally marry, another part of my future was killed off with me. Still, weddings were supposed to be about love; yet based on what I knew about this case, it was just a show for a baying crowd. True love didn’t exist in my afterlife.

      On cue, I felt a laced arm grab my shoulder and pull me into a pristine suite. Taking in the surroundings, my eyes flitted over a full-length antique mirror positioned in the corner opposite a four-poster bed, which was canopied with rose silk sheets.

      ‘You must be Cassie.’ Maisie Archer, my client, sized me up with so much frenzied excitement I could feel her breath dance in short, sharp waves. Her vintage scooped dress made her look beautiful yet terrifying all at once. She reminded me of Wrath herself. ‘Your reputation precedes you of course.’

      ‘Thank you, Ms Archer. I understand you’d like me to obtain information on your soon-to-be husband.’

      Nodding enthusiastically, she perched on the end of the bed and looked at me square on, her pupils black with hate. ‘I know he’s cheated – I can sense it. The way he walks, the way he ignores my eyes, phone hidden away in locked drawers. I want details – who, where and when. I want it all.’ She was practically trembling with anger.

      ‘That won’t be a problem.’ I smiled encouragingly, smoothing my hands over my skater dress – one that Elodie loved. Having a date after a job was always risky, but I’d take my chances. ‘Anything else?’

      Maisie rubbed her French manicured nails together, as if this speech had been well rehearsed, enunciating every word with delicious pleasure. ‘I want to see him humiliated in the most disgusting way possible. He’ll never live it down. And his mother, too – the one in the silver fascinator. She’s got more bite than the dead shark steaks we’ll be serving.’ Her laugh, high-pitched and metallic, was spiked with hurt and betrayal. ‘It’s all a joke, you know, this life,’ she added limply, gesturing at the difference between us. ‘Everyone’s just playing pretend. At least for once I’m doing something honest. Something real.’

      ‘I’ll get everything you need, Ms Archer. You can rest assured the information will be couriered by my PA, Eli, in the format you requested. I assume your details on the brief are correct?’

      ‘That can wait. I just want to watch them suffer.’

      ‘As you wish. It’s been a pleasure.’

      ‘Wait!’ Maisie called out as I rose to leave.

      ‘Yes?’ I spun around, buttoning up my cashmere cardigan across my shoulders.

      ‘Did it hurt? When it happened?’ Her eyes misted over, which made me step back. I didn’t want pity; her empathic words were a slap in the face.

      After a brief pause, I shrugged. ‘I didn’t feel a thing.’ She didn’t need to know the truth. She was tortured enough, and she was still alive. Now wasn’t the time for warmth. It was time to crack open and deliver the icy shards of the truth.

      I closed the door softly and returned to the marquee, keeping a distance from behind the empty tables and ladders tucked to the side. Running my gaze across the space, I grabbed some fizzy sweets from bagged wedding favours and let the sherbet sit on my tongue. The flower arch could work if I scooped up any fishy remains from the catering van – the idea had been bubbling in my head since I arrived.

      Maisie’s mother-in-law came into view, her fascinator bobbing up and down as she played with a group of children, chasing each other in a circle shrieking with joy. She looked innocent enough, but everyone had a darkness under the sugary-sweet shell. Just another bystander caught in the crossfire. It wasn’t something I relished, but the dead didn’t have voluntary opt-outs as a perk of the job. Another occupational hazard. After a while I’d stopped counting.

      While the mother-in-law helped the children to their seats, frustration came to the surface like a toxic friend you couldn’t shake. I wanted my revenge. Something, and someone, to sink my teeth into and pour in all my hate – just like Divya’s wax press. Only mine would be made of white-hot fury. Barbed and delicious.

      As the violins started, I slipped outside to the catering van where staff in freshly starched aprons were shouting and slicing. Ducking down, I grabbed one of the buckets of scraps, jaggedly swallowing down a gag and covering the lid with a thin sheet of plastic discarded next to the van’s sagging tyres. This would mask the stench long enough before the big moment. I guess my dress, and my date, would be ruined based on this blossoming plan. So much for the messy cases being behind me – thanks to Nem and the Board, they wanted to humiliate me just as much as my target.

      Shaking the thoughts way, I grabbed one of the ladders and positioned the bucket alongside the top platform of the flower arch. People in the vicinity were too happy or self-obsessed to notice. As the couple walked down the aisle, this would be the prime spot.

      The music had started and who looked like the best man was talking to the wedding planner, so I knew I didn’t have long.

      While the room filled with guests, I made my way to the groom’s room, smoothing my hair off my face and preparing the ‘naïve’ mask. Knocking on the panelled door with a less-than-subtle scent of cigars, Ninety-Four flung it open, checking me out in an agonisingly slow stare. I swallowed every urge to bring him into the afterlife myself.

      ‘Lucas Raddington?’ I swooned. ‘It’s Jasmine – we interned at Aldington’s. Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?’

      He faltered for a second, before playing along. ‘Jasmine, darling! You look ravishing. Sorry, invites were lost on me. You know how Maisie is – always in control.’ He snorted and ran his hands through his hair, beckoning me in.

      ‘Your ring,’ I drawled, holding out my hand and fluttering my eyes. ‘Needs a bit of polishing before the big moment, don’t you think? Maisie deserves perfection, today of all days.’ I flounced into his room, which was littered with whisky glasses and all the red flags of a reluctant bachelor no more. Pulling a handkerchief from my clutch bag, I held out my hand. ‘Trust me, I’ve been to enough weddings to know what I’m doing.’

      ‘Always the bridesmaid, never the bride, eh?’ He winked, and that comment sealed his fate. He was getting the full Cassie Richardson experience.

      While holding his ring finger, the flashes of truth felt like going on five rollercoasters all at once. It tasted so sour it made my teeth ache. Countless affairs, private email accounts, secret gifts and broken promises. Maisie would have more than enough evidence – but for now she wanted the show.

      ‘Good luck.’ I smiled as he stroked my arm, and then I wrenched myself away from his grip. Wiping his grimy touch off me, I made my way back to the marquee, the music had now changed tempo. It was about to start.

      As I approached the marquee entrance, my pager vibrated with a message from Eli.

      Max said if you go to his grave, he’ll owe you big time. It’s his DA today and you know it’s just next to the venue.

      Groaning, I fired back a response.

      Fine – but only because it’s his Death Anniversary. He owes me. And for making me late for my date.

      Being invisible from most had its advantages, especially when holding a bucket of fish entrails in position. Just a shame invisibility can’t protect you from being caked in guts and taking it back to the afterlife. Keeping my distance underneath the arch, the smell was gratefully punctured by the floral tones as I watched and waited.

      The room stood en masse, and I found Maisie’s eyes as she approached. She glanced my way, and I gave the slightest of nods in acknowledgement. Her face remained unchanged, but I knew inside her emotions would be swirling just like the violins.

      As Ninety-Four slithered in, planting a wet kiss on her cheek, I braced and released the rope holding the bucket in position. In beautiful slow motion, the bucket dropped, soaking Lucas and the mother-in-law in blood.

      My own personal horror film express delivery.

      The slimy goo ricocheted off the floor, causing wet splatter to hit my dress and flecks of fish guts to caress my face. Nice one, Cass. The office would love the stench – my last five cases had had me coming back coated in something squishy for their entertainment. Still, I was getting so close. Counting down the numbers before I had to take a life, and to find out who had taken mine.

      Screams of panic echoed around the room. The mother-in-law wobbled on her feet, and I lurched my hand forward to stop her from slipping further into the fishy debris. She’d only feel a wisp, a flash of my presence, and as she steadied herself, I stepped back. My eyes then primed back to Maisie, to check her reaction and if she’d noticed my action.

      I didn’t need to worry. Her scream was peppered with joy as she stared only at Ninety-Four – nobody else could see it, but behind her eyes she was smiling.

      Polygraphers always see the truth.

      

      Going from a wedding to a cemetery felt too ironic to call it the ‘circle of life’ moment you read about in books or saw in movies.

      As I let the screams become echoes, I slowly walked the gravelled path towards the reminder of mortality. Ninety-Four was ruined, yet the previous intensity of the joy I felt in my earlier cases was unsteady. Like the soil under my feet. The thunder boomed at me in surround sound as I flecked some fish remnants onto the sinking grass. The smell wouldn’t be as easy to shift. Or the stains on one of my favourite outfits.

      So, this was Max’s final resting place. Guess he did come from money after all. This was one of the cemeteries where the dead were actually tended to, instead of withering away into wisps of memories. That’s what money could buy – not that we ever had enough.

      A heavy oak tree hung low over a bench in the far left corner as I scanned for Max’s final resting place. The headlights of the catering vans leaving cast a dim glow over the gravestones. I didn’t want to be here longer than necessary.

      Wrapping my cardigan tighter around me, I walked slowly, glancing at sodden teddy bears and laminated letters with ink crying down the pages. Feelings threatened to bubble up, so I shoved them down with the grace of a sledgehammer. Feelings didn’t get you clients – or your killer’s name.

      As my low heels sunk into the soil, I found what I was looking for tucked into the top right corner. The engraved plot was bleached white with looped black text. Impeccably clean, unlike Max who had left the staff kitchen like a crime scene.

      We are always with you, Max. Loving brother, son and friend. Never forgotten.

      I stifled a laugh – the last thing I’d do was giggle at sunset in a cemetery. I could be cold, but even I had my limits.

      ‘Seriously, Max,’ I mumbled. ‘The only one who won’t forget you is my lovestruck PA who becomes a hot mess every time you enter the office.’

      Shivering in the downpour, I cursed myself that I’d agreed to this, and have my date with Elodie afterwards. In the run up to Allocations, I liked to be alone to prepare. This usually involved a face mask, outfit preparation and recalling my client’s top feedback comments to argue for cases. Still, Elodie’s eyes – dark chocolate and drenched in temptation – drew me in. Like a moth to a flame. Eli would give me another lecture about self-control, and I’d pretend to listen. If only Max would use his token to talk to his sister, he’d save me a job. If she even showed.

      Nobody had offered to see my grave. Then again, I wouldn’t dream of asking. No surprises, being the most hated girl on the floor, I didn’t have a queue of those with good intentions. Elodie would in a heartbeat, but she knew how much I wanted to keep my life separate from my death. Focus on Allocations. I was getting so close I could taste it. Like ice and caramel.

      As lightning crackled in the distance, I saw a lone figure walking tentatively up the path clutching a bunch of tulips. Stepping back, I hung behind the oak tree. There was no way she would see me. Cemeteries could go one of two ways: teeming with clients or invisible-girl style.

      ‘Are you OK over there?’

      Brilliant. So, Max’s sister did want vengeance after all. To him, or someone else? Rogue move, but hey, maybe it could bring a client my way after all. If I could get that close to find out.

      Coming away from the over-hanging branch, Max’s sister was lit up by the storm in the distance. Grey dress with white collar, suede boots that would be destroyed by the mud. She hadn’t been here that much – it was obvious from the footwear choice.

      ‘Just getting a breather from the wedding drama.’ I smiled.

      ‘If my brother could see me now, he’d laugh.’ She chuckled weakly, but it came out more of a sob. ‘He hated tulips – said they were like blobs – but hey, it’s not as if he would know I bring them every year. One last prank.’ She placed the flowers down and ran her hands over her coat. Trying to spread the emotion from her fingers. A sparkle on the left hand caught my eye.

      ‘Who’s the lucky person?’ I asked gently. This could be potential leverage.

      ‘Oh, Jeremy and I finally made it official. When my brother died, we thought life’s too short, you know. Three months later we went from black to white. It’s not as perfect as the photos make you believe.’ As she paused, I took in the rows of loss, the lines of grief that would never stop. Death was supposed to be the end – propelling the living, like Max’s sister to live each day like it was their last. It lingered in the world every time I came back. Songs, anniversaries and regret soaked into people’s skin. They didn’t know how lucky they were.

      As we locked eyes, I felt it. Her rage. It popped and twisted and fizzed like the forked lightning in the bulbous clouds beyond the hills.

      ‘Well, for seeing me, you can have this. Think of it as my wedding gift. The one you’ll actually want.’ I plucked out a business card and handed it across.

      The embossed monochrome shimmered under the light of the storm. Perfect dramatic effect.

      ‘DOFR. Dial One for Revenge. What’s this about?’ she said to the empty wind.

      I had already gone.
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      ‘Whose blood is it this time?’ Divya sighed as I stepped through the portal, still damp from the storm. She started freaking out, swiping at my dress with a cloth, passing me a wipe to brush my portal ring clean.

      Post door-time with Divya was always the same. She’d take her handmade key that could get me through any door or window, individually designed for each location. Divya would then cleanse it and subtly douse it in chilli flakes in case Nem was hungry for a taste, a play-by-play of my work. I’d make sure Daisy, my switchblade, was safe in case I had to use it in combat and check my portal ring. The bejewelled gateway that would drag me back to the Inbetween and my death-after-death.

      ‘Seriously, Cassie, only you would portal back last and come back covered in something unpleasant.’

      ‘What can I say? For once it’s fish blood, not human. Besides, I like the office when it’s quiet.’

      ‘How’s Ninety-Four?’ she asked with a grin, unlocking her briefcase for her cleansing products.

      ‘Don’t care.’ I shrugged, passing the key for her to complete her ritual. She was the best key maker our floor had ever had, and I loved the fact she was mine.

      A phone nearby screamed to be answered as I sat at my desk, swivelling around in my chair. We were always first in, last to leave – the less eavesdropping the better. Eli would either be pining after Max somewhere or Allocation prepping at home. They didn’t need to be there for this part. Later, the office would be sweating collectively pre-Allocations. I had a date to get to before the jackals descended.

      ‘Dial One for Revenge, how may I direct your call?’ Divya said coolly into the receiver as I checked Daisy for any stains. She was clean. Only wound, never yourself – the induction manual quote imprinted in my mind. One cut and the truth of my targets’ lies would pool out in thick, black tar. Anything clear, they were telling the truth.

      Mostly a scare tactic, but it did the job. I’d only had to use it once so far, and that was enough. Knowing what I had to do for Ninety-Nine was something I shoved into the vault along with all the other feelings marked ‘don’t go there’ with Post-it Notes.

      ‘I’ll leave word. Thank you for your feedback. I’ll ensure it’s logged, and your caseworker’s PA will be in touch.’ She placed the phone down, ignoring my scowl.

      ‘That’s not even your job,’ I hissed.

      ‘I’ve been here too long to leave a phone unanswered. What can I say? It’s the diligent worker in me.’

      Divya came off scary, but it was all an act.

      Everyone was scared of me. Whether they knew it was an act or not.

      Picking fluff off her blazer, always smartly dressed, Divya grabbed the jar of chilli flakes from her bag, twisting the key inside and shaking the contents. The heat stuck itself to the metal like a couple who’d just started dating.

      ‘Does it really make a difference?’ I asked, pointing to the jar as we crossed the corridor. We were closest to the booths, given I was top of the board.

      ‘I’ve been here long enough to know Nem likes spice – the hotter the better.’ She grinned, eyes like hematite as she popped the jar into her satchel. ‘Besides, it gives you an edge. It’s worked so far, right? Plus, if anyone else does it, they know I’ll make them regret it.’

      She wasn’t wrong – someone once ‘borrowed’ Divya’s coffee, and they ended up at the back of the room. Further from the pods, the lower your rank. Hierarchy mattered at Dial One. That, and the rules.

      As Divya gathered her bags, I cricked my neck and glanced up to the leader board. My name blinked under the low strip lighting in first place next to a number of cases remaining and time deceased. I hated my induction photo. I looked like a completely different Cassie. Vulnerable and broken by my own grief. Now, my shell was so hard no axe could crack me.

      Not even Elodie.

      My body still reeled of the living world, so I stamped my feet, hard, to remind myself where I was.

      ‘Have fun,’ Divya called out as I walked away. ‘And don’t break her heart. Even if it’s no longer beating. See you soon.’

      I shot her a generous helping of side-eye before slamming the door, skimming the steps and crossing the Inbetween to my apartment. The streetlamps cast a blurry shadow around me as my shoes stabbed the pavement. The Inbetween wasn’t that much different to the living world. Apartments, a café, carbon copy offices that everyone despised yet signed a contract for their own reasons.

      Except, we were all, you know, dead. Apart from the psychics.

      My pager vibrated angrily with a message from Elodie: a long list of question marks. No mobile phones allowed here – only prehistoric clunky pagers. Nem didn’t want us playing detective or interfering with our clients or the un-dead. Besides, if the dead had Instagram, that hashtag would be a whole level of WTF. I didn’t have long before Allocations, but I needed a distraction. Elodie was the perfect antidote.

      I keyed my card into our apartment block, vaulted the stairs and headed along the familiar route to her door.

      After a brief knock, Elodie slid the door open and cocked her head to one side. ‘Wow, Cassie.’ She sniffed, looking me up and down. ‘You always know how to make date night more interesting.’

      Elodie’s flat screamed her personality as I took a quick shower. No time to change before Allocations – this would have to do. Perks of being murdered: a flat with a grotesque budget to design and decorate however you wanted. Nothing like being snuffed out to have the privilege to pick bespoke paint. They should put that in the induction pack.

      Most of my allowance was still sitting in my account. Money had never impressed me, and I hated how it changed people. The only thing I spent on was baking supplies and ingredients – my kitchen was my safe space.

      Eli’s and Divya’s studio apartments were polar opposites – I’d been there a handful of times. Either to celebrate their death anniversaries or plan a case away from prying ears. Eli’s space was a rainbow hurricane; Divya’s was impeccably organised and wallpapered with previous key patterns. Eli had insisted on a custom cake request for their death anniversary, which I didn’t mind committing to. Happy team, quicker exit.

      Even the Inbetween had a pecking order, just like in the living world, and I hated how the Board capitalised on it. Greed loved the competition and infighting. I’d heard whispers they were only going to increase the divide and make it harder for people to get up the numbers. So much about the Board was secretive, I’d lost count of the number of rumours that swirled about them around the office floor.

      As long as I was out of here before that, I didn’t care. I just needed a name. After that, all bets were off.

      I came out of the shower to a change of clothes Elodie had laid out on her bed. Green long-sleeved T-shirt and black skinny jeans. We were about the same size, and the gesture squeezed the ball of guilt I felt for leading her on even tighter. It felt like I was suffocating, but in a cute way, and I didn’t have the strength to stop it. The shame burnt hot in my throat, along with the smell of bacon.

      ‘I miss the smell of living-world bacon, don’t you?’ Elodie called out as I came into her kitchen. She poured batter into the frying pan which bubbled satisfyingly. ‘Dad and I used to do bacon sandwich on Sundays without fail.’ Her voice wobbled, and I turned away. Raw emotion made me uncomfortable. Tastes and smells amongst the living were like technicolour; everything here was dulled down, apart from the memories. She was a fool to have accepted photos, which were freshly polished and gleaming on her bookshelf. They just held you down and distracted you from your goal.

      ‘I’ve got a new recipe for chocolate orange muffins. I’ll make some for you and Rowan,’ I added, trying to move the subject on. ‘Hey, is Rowan awkward with everyone? She’s either avoiding me or staring at me intensely these days. And what’s with the jumpers? Even when Lust turns up the heating for kicks, she keeps it on.’

      ‘She’s fine – she blows hot and cold with everyone. Don’t let it bother you.’ Maybe she was jealous. Someone had to be the top. If it wasn’t you, you wanted it; and if you got it, you were isolated from the pack.

      I was happy to do them a favour and be the villain. Just another ghost that plagued their nightmares for those who still slept.

      ‘Besides, we can’t all have the top PA and Doorkeeper team.’ She sniffed, her tone doused in something which I chose to ignore. ‘So, how long do we have?’ she added with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘An hour or so.’ I shrugged. ‘Blame Max and wedding drama for my punctuality fail.’

      Elodie brought over a tray with a stack of pancakes and maple syrup in a white jug. We made space between us on the sofa, like we had done for countless nights. She made it easy, and I was too much of a coward to be alone.

      ‘What are you working on?’ I asked, eating a forkful of pancake.

      ‘Looks like another internet romance scam. They’re so dull. I mean, it’s like my mum always said, “Never trust the internet”.’ She froze, spoon in mid-air as panic spread across her face.

      ‘It’s fine. I don’t expect everyone to “mum censor” themselves around me. You should know that by now.’ It still felt like chewing glass, but I knew Elodie hadn’t done it on purpose.

      What Elodie didn’t know was that Mum made pancakes every morning on my birthday. Cut into the shape of my age. She got it wrong once, and I teased her all day – so much so she made sorry pancakes the rest of the week. The memory threatened to choke me, fill my empty lungs with chunks of ice. My eyes stung, and I dug my nails into my skin to feel something. Anything else but that.

      Elodie’s pager buzzed, breaking the mood as she poured more syrup on her plate. She scanned it and her eyes widened.

      ‘Will’s at The Nutmeg pre-Allocation panic. There’s already a queue forming. Rowan’s there now.’

      ‘Seriously? He’s not been there in weeks – too busy living his life rather than stopping by to taunt the dead for scraps.’

      Psychics were like piranhas – sauntering around with their living soul still intact, parading their aliveness like a prize.

      ‘Luckily, the Miseria can’t touch him, or Will would have been liquidised the first time he ever visited.’

      ‘Do they even liquidise people? Are they even human?’

      ‘Rumour is they used to be caseworkers who were too enthusiastic and killed their targets.’ I shuddered. ‘Even if clients want them murdered, that’s not Dial One’s MO. Besides, they should be able to punish people like Will. Why waltz in flaunting your working lungs like a designer handbag?’ The rage flooded my veins; I felt my face burn.

      ‘OK, I get it, you hate them.’ Elodie laughed, brushing her lips over mine as she took my empty plate. ‘It’s time, anyway.’

      ‘I’ll meet you there – I’ve got to grab something from mine.’

      Nodding as she kissed me again, I grabbed my bag, making a note of the feedback from Ninety-Three. Client had loved how I’d smoked them out, choked out the truth from the target at a conference full of their enemies in glorious technicolour.

      Now it was time to let my competition burn.
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      What a difference a few hours made. The office was bursting at the seams, chaotic flurries of paperwork gatherings, phones singing in unison, PA’s grabbing drink orders while caseworkers glared at one another.

      ‘By the way, your triple chocolate cookies have gone down a treat – nice power play.’ Divya had obviously swiped one already, crumbs on the discarded napkin as evidence. She’d changed into a slate pantsuit, her hair swiped up into a tight bun. She’d even painted her nails, the numbers nine and four with a tick neatly printed in red. She laughed as I bit back a smile of approval.

      ‘Even the dead choose to be hungry, and I like to give the people what they want.’ Nobody else took advantage, and I wasn’t ashamed to bribery bake with an extra layer of icing guilt. We all did what we had to do.

      Eli came over with their own icing guilty look plastered all over their face. They couldn’t meet my eyes, magenta shirt soaked in awkward as much as the prickled heat rash on their neck that spread all the way down to their wheelchair spokes. What had they done now? Taken a new PA job and were going to quit in dramatic slow motion? Surprise decorated my flat they thought was so empty it would insult a cave?

      ‘Don’t shoot the messenger…but you’ve got an apprentice.’

      ‘Come on, what the hell?’ I snapped, eyes rolling back into my sockets. ‘Eli, you know I don’t have time for this. Not when I’m so close to the end.’ I groaned and shooed them away to their desk opposite. ‘How could you let this happen? Aren’t PAs supposed to block out my work, not invite it in like every vampire show that ever existed?’

      ‘Don’t blame them,’ Divya shushed, glaring at another Doorkeeper from across the room while shunting herself between us. She lay her arm protectively over Eli’s back. They always ganged up on me – but they were the best, so I couldn’t complain.

      ‘Come on, it was a directive from Nem.’ Eli gave Divya a grateful smile. I scowled, drilling my nails into my scalp. ‘You’re projecting your “I was murdered” issues again. You know, some of us like being here.’

      ‘Well, if you were murdered, you’d get it. This isn’t a theme park.’

      I threw them both a dark look, grabbed my hot-now-cold chocolate and swilled the remains down my throat. I needed to get my game face on while washing the betrayal out of my mouth.

      ‘Come on, “top of the leader board”, just get yours done and give us a chance,’ came a guttural snark. The voices blended into one these days, as did the stab mark targets on my back.

      ‘You know, we should get you a new photo just to make them hate you more.’ Eli smiled, ignoring the venom and looking up at my freshly dead face. ‘You look too nice, like the boring nice with no flavour.’

      ‘I’ve not forgotten the extra work you’ve just thrown my way,’ I barked, ‘but I don’t have time to sulk. We need to not look like a bickering throuple in front of Nem and our less than esteemed meeting guests.’

      The office tension cranked up a notch as the minutes counted down to the meeting. With the kitchen becoming more frenzied, I turned my back on the stench of desperation. Divya and Eli kept their heads down. My emails were overflowing in my peripheral vision, but they’d have to wait. Nodding at them both, we already knew how we would play the meeting. Email dialogue was better than verbal. The less eavesdroppers could steal from us, the better.

      Running my fingers through my loose curls, I quickly sent Eli the encrypted files to send on to Maisie Archer, post-wedding fish party. Grabbing my pager, I made my way to the lifts, Eli and Divya following close behind as others ran ahead. We never ran.

      ‘Hey, you.’

      Elodie’s arm linked through mine, her charm bracelets stroking my skin like confetti. As much as I wanted to lean into her embrace, I shrugged her away.

      ‘OK, I get it,’ she chimed, backing away with her arms up in defence. Her silhouette looked like buttercream in her black trousers and cable-knit jumper. ‘Business comes first.’ She winked and strode ahead, caramel hair invading my head like spun sugar.

      Seriously, that girl was my kryptonite.

      ‘Hey, Cassie, do you have a second?’ Max stood in front of me, fanning sweat patches under his armpits.

      ‘Max, I don’t have time. Set up a meeting with Eli. Your sister’s cute, by the way?’

      Max’s eyes narrowed. ‘She actually showed? She didn’t bring tulips, did she?’

      ‘That’s all you get for now,’ I snapped. ‘But seriously, you owe me. And you can’t repay me through Eli.’

      ‘It’s always about you, isn’t it? You know how important that was to me.’

      Max blushed furiously – their mutual crushes for each other so obvious even the wilting office plants knew. My bones sighed internally that they wouldn’t just go for it. Some people had infinite time here like Eli – their choice, but why waste a second if you had the luxury? Nothing like a so slow it’s not happening romance between your PA and their latest obsession to make you want to crawl out of your grave.

      But that life was done. That Cassie no longer existed. I’d severed that tie the moment I arrived – it was better that way. I still gravitated to Max, despite him being annoying, and clearly ungrateful in the moment for my post-case grave visit.

      Divya and Eli took the staff lift to the basement as I sandwiched myself in the caseworker lift between Elodie, Derek and Max. Derek, a fellow Polygrapher, looked straight through me, which was a refreshing change from the constant glares I felt from him on my back. The mirrors smiled back at us, freshly cleaned, and the classical music twisted my stomach like barbed wire.

      With every Allocation meeting, the pressure only intensified. Nem felt night-time meetings added an edge as cruelty clung to the dark. I just felt hungry and tired, despite never needing to or wanting to sleep again.

      I was already sleeping forever.

      Wrapping loose hair strands behind my ears, I swept some blusher over my cheeks and drew my cat-flick eyeliner razor sharp.

      ‘Well, this is a party of silence I look forward to,’ Max said into the void. It fell flat, and he shuffled his feet. Elodie gave him an attempt at a reassuring smile as we descended. I shut them both out.

      Once the lift doors opened with a crisp chime, the sea of bodies filed into the boardroom. Elodie squeezed my hand as she walked ahead, finding her PA Rowan. She stared at me for longer than usual, pulling her hoodie tightly around her shoulders. Why did she always wear the same style of jumper? Anyway, they usually sat with the other Honeytrappers, nestled into one of the back corners. Polygraphers never wanted to sit with me, so I headed towards Divya and Eli at the front.

      The air around us was fresh and raw like meat. The vultures were hungry.

      I was starving.

      

      The air hummed with dread as silence filled the room, coating it with a thick smog. The boardroom was designed to cause tension. Jutted angles and sharp surfaces for our appraisals and Allocation meetings. Banks of tables and high-backed meshed seats poised for battle. Crisp vases of iced water positioned with perfect symmetry as the projector displayed the meeting agenda and case rankings.

      My first Allocation meeting was a blur – bottom of the pecking order – all I could remember was the laser-like hate and sour taste of competition slung in my direction. Nem had told me that my rage was palpable; the Board caught glances at me as I stared ahead like steel. Now, eyes were on me for a different reason. I was at the top, and they wanted to knock me down.

      Eli passed me a mint as we sat alone, their tablet primed for notetaking, and I gave them a lazy nod in reply. They still had a lot of making up to do, but they were trying. Divya kept her jar of keys tucked away, never wanting to show them until the last minute. I felt her patent shoes tapping in rhythm on the floor.

      I chewed Eli’s mistake on my tongue. An apprentice would keep me in Nem’s good books. We didn’t get them often – they were usually thrown to the wolves without help to filter out the weak for Miseria Red Cape fodder. Still, it would be just another thing to add to the ‘I hate Cassie’ list. Even the other Polygraphers despised me – Derek in particular. Competition tended to breed hate in the Dial One world.

      As Divya shifted in her seat, a crack of thunder rumbled outside. Trust the Miseria to come with a weather calling card. If I had an entrance theme, I’d go for slow motion with a thick bass. When thunder was close, you knew something was about to go down. Not a lot scared me, but they did. What they thirsted for, and what hid behind their twisted smiles.

      Nem entered the room first, eyes scanning for her favourites, followed closely by her PA, Victor, in a silk shirt. The gaze of my boss caught mine, and I nodded curtly. She always dressed for the occasion. Today it was linen trousers, spiked heels and a thick gold chain matching her latest hair colour of icy blonde. She could have passed for human to the untrained eye.

      Her Nemesis brooch caught the light and cast a black ‘N’ over the muted desk surfaces. For being a descendant from the Goddess of Revenge, she knew how to command a room. Plus, being able to change appearance quickly only added to the unease. She could give Sabrina the Teenage Witch a run for her money. As she examined the room, her expression was pinched, which sent a message. Someone was in serious trouble.

      The Phobics in the centre of the room started whispering, heads bowed close, Hayley the loudest of all, preparing themselves for the Miseria. If they looked in your direction, you knew you’d caught their attention for all the wrong reasons.

      ‘Show some respect for Nemesis and please remain silent,’ Victor sneered towards the Phobics’ direction, voice dripping with self-importance.

      Hayley clamped her mouth shut, sending me a dark look as if everything was my fault. Victor was slippery, but we knew when to listen.

      ‘Please now stand for our guests.’

      We got to our feet, heads bowed as Gluttony, the scheduled Board member, and three of the Miseria floated into the room. Someone behind me knocked over a glass, causing the head of one of the Miseria to snap up with a grin. They thrived on fear, which was oozing around the room like putty.

      Gluttony was my least favourite of the Seven Deadly Sins who represented the Board. He reminded me of one of my teachers, Mr Duthoo. They were both bullies – wastes of oxygen. He was the most vomit inducing and sleazy. At my first Allocation meeting, he’d made a spectacle of me, using me as an example of fresh dead-blood for his agenda. His bulbous head and thick moustache took up all the space as he heaved himself to his chair, with Nem on his right and the Miseria guarding to his left.

      ‘Ah, Nemesis!’ he guffawed, stomach straining over the table. ‘You have a new member. It’s been a while for your floor.’ He stared at Nem, making sure she acknowledged his dig.

      ‘Indeed, we do,’ Nem replied politely, smoothing her shirt as we sat down.

      Guess the apprentice was here, or another new surprise they were either hiding or had snuck in last minute – a heads-up would have been nice. I could have at least got them to sit with me to show some solidarity.

      ‘Well, come on, speak your name. Don’t leave us waiting.’

      My eyes swivelled behind me and, sure enough, at the back of the room sat a waif-like girl with midnight hair falling over her face. She managed to stumble out the name ‘Leia’ as I gave her a quick once-over.

      Disappointing first impression. Being thrust into Allocations after just dying was unfortunate, but at least she could hit the ground running and have less free time to grieve.

      The Miseria glanced towards us as Leia trembled, Red Capes unhooded and grinning, unblinking faces on full display. They reminded me of a warped Red Riding Hood – only they were the wolves ready to tear us to shreds with a single command. The acrid smell of petrol started to fill the air, which only meant one thing.

      Someone was about to be taken.

      My eyes pivoted to Derek. Hayley and the Phobics followed the gaze. I guessed he’d been killed in a fire – all our memories were repressed of the exact way we’d died to stop us having extra knowledge – as his reaction to candles was enough to assume. Ever since then he’d avoided me. The smell we were all sensing told me petrol was his worst fear. His pupils bled into orbs as sweat cried down his face. Leia looked terrified and retreated beneath her hair.

      Just what I needed.

      ‘Now, before we begin our meeting, I have some news. One of you has disappointed me.’ Nem ruffled her papers agonisingly slowly with Victor fawning by her side.

      Eli’s hand was shaking – one of their previous caseworkers had been taken also. It was too late to help Derek now. It wasn’t personal; we all had to detach from our feelings. That was how we survived.

      ‘Rumours have been swirling around commitment to my floor. That I am too harsh or have favourites, which is my right alone. One of them being Cassie Richardson.’

      My chest cavity twinged. Why had Derek brought my name into this? He was the lowest ranked Polygrapher, but why not use that envy to push yourself forward, not against me? He could have come to me. I might not have helped, but I would have warned him to stop going down that path. Nem hated overt sniping, and someone had snitched. Either that, or she had eyes in the office. I’d have to tell Divya and Eli to tone down the office gossiping a notch.

      ‘Our floor prides itself on competition, but not in a classless way of grubby slander. It’s tacky. Including trying to recruit a coup against your most successful caseworker. Derek Smeeth, I’ve been watching and feel you need time to…reflect on your actions.’

      The smell of petrol grew stronger, so much so my eyes stung as the Miseria’s eyes lit up like Christmas and floated towards Derek. His chair was rattling, yet we could only stay still, look down and be grateful it wasn’t us.

      How long would he get? An hour? A day? A week? Eternity?

      ‘I think a week with the Miseria shall be sufficient. Ta-ta for now.’

      She’d only ever given someone a week once since I’d been here for plagiarising file feedback, so it was a harsh punishment and clearly a message to our floor. With her clapped hands, the Miseria lifted Derek up effortlessly – a touch from their clawed hands and he became catatonic. His silent scream face grotesquely frozen in horror hung as they left the room, along with the smell. Trauma always made the scent more powerful.

      The storm eased with the Miseria departure, clouds parting to bathe moonlight into the room as Nem brought the leader board onto the projector screen.

      ‘Now then, let’s bring this week’s cases,’ Nem ordered, while Victor brought up the case files on screen and we forced Derek and his empty chair out of our minds.

      On scanning the file briefs, they were Phobic, Honeytrappers and one Polygrapher case. No Sandmen, Collector or Anti-Medic ones this time – they were less popular. Elodie should make a play for the romance scam one. It was perfect for her even though she always got them. She could charm a rock. But it wasn’t my place to put her forward. Rowan was already making notes and leaning in to get her take.

      ‘Now, Cassie, after the slander attempts by Derek, I want to allocate you this next case as a show of gratitude. Maybe this will be a lesson to you all to focus on your own path.’ I hadn’t earnt it, but I’d take it. ‘Jimmy Bray has called in requesting you specifically after your recent case success. In fact, let me taste it for myself.’ Jimmy was well-known and frequently called upon Dial One, so I wanted to impress him.

      Divya plucked the key from her bag, handing it to Nem in a swift movement, who swallowed it in one. Her jaw clicked as it dislocated. She then closed her eyes as a coy smile tugged the corners of her mouth. The chilli flakes were clearly a nice extra touch.

      ‘Excellent – nothing like a scorned bride.’ She sighed. ‘Case Ninety-Five is yours.’

      Gluttony clapped his thick, greasy fingers. The room followed in a polite smattering of applause. Eli was already downloading the file and reading the notes and scanning the area for potential portal points.

      ‘We also have Jake reaching his Ninety-Nine this week. Congratulations. Please stay afterwards for a briefing, given last time.’ All eyes pivoted to Jake in his suit, his blushing face a raw mix of emotions. Now he had the final test to overcome.

      ‘What happened in the last case?’ Divya asked in a hushed tone. ‘I must have missed that.’

      ‘Alice Brooks, you remember, the Anti-Medic who devoured all the mince pies I brought in on Christmas Eve? She was given her kill switch and panicked. She semi-wounded the target instead. Nem had to finish the job remotely, and we didn’t see Alice again.’

      We didn’t need to ask who or what had happened. Her stuff was boxed away after being picked apart; her desk taken over by a new arrival within hours. It was as if she had never existed. People felt her name was cursed, but I didn’t believe in superstitions.

      ‘Now, I have four cases left,’ Nem called out as Victor updated the projector screen. ‘Show me how much you want them.’
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